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3. Discover your family history…with Kresen Kernow! 
 
The census 
 
Every 10 years since 1801 the government has counted everyone in England and 
Wales. This is known as a census, and censuses are incredibly useful for your family 
history research. Early censuses contained little detail, but as time went on the 
information collected increased. You can look at censuses up to 1911 as they are 
closed for 100 years. The 1921 census will be released in January 2022 – so not too 
long to wait! This task will show you how to access these records using free sites on 
the internet. 

 
Searching the census 
 
The 1801 census was taken to see how many men could be called in to military service in order to 
fight Napoleon Bonaparte if he invaded from France. The 1811, 1821 and 1831 census are very 
similar headcounts, but with no further details. The survival of all of these records is very patchy. 
 
The 1841 census was taken by the government’s Home Office who were, by then, keen to find out 
more detail about the population. It was taken on Sunday 6 June 1841. It records every member of 
the household who was in the house that night, but exact ages only for those under 15. Those older 
than that were rounded down to the nearest 5 years (e.g. a 44 year old would be recorded as aged 
40 years, and a 28 year old would be recorded as 25).  
 
Top tip - The census was a record of the people in a household on that night. If family members 
were at work, at sea or visiting relatives for example, they will not be recorded with their usual 
family. However, this doesn’t mean they lived or did not live there all of the time. 

 
 
For Cornwall the best way to 
access all of the census is 
through the family history 
subscription website Find My 
Past www.findmypast.co.uk/ 
which normally you can only use 
for free in any library in Cornwall 
and at Kresen Kernow. While 
Cornwall libraries are closed 
because of the COVID-19 
pandemic you can use this 
service at home for free. There is 
more information on the Cornwall Libraries website. Please email libraries@cornwall.gov.uk  to 
arrange access. The first time you use Find My Past you will be prompted to register an account.   
 

https://www.findmypast.co.uk/
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/leisure-and-culture/libraries/using-the-library/how-to-join/joining-form/
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/leisure-and-culture/libraries/using-the-library/how-to-join/joining-form/
mailto:libraries@cornwall.gov.uk
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FreeCen www.freecen.org.uk/ is an ongoing transcription project which is working through the 
1841-1891 census returns, typing them up and making them searchable. See the website for details 
of its current coverage. The help pages are also really good guides to how searching differently can 
sometimes help you uncover that elusive ancestor https://www.freecen.org.uk/cms/help. 
 
Family Search www.familysearch.org/ also has complete transcriptions of some of the censuses. As 
with FreeCen it is an ongoing volunteer project so coverage is not yet complete. See the website for 
details of its current coverage. 
 
The UK Census Online website ukcensusonline.com/ will allow you to search for free but you do 
need to pay to extract details. 
 
The 1851 census recorded families, not just the names and numbers in each dwelling, as well as 
some disabilities. People were also required to state the parish they were born in, which is a real 
bonus for family historians. This enables us to check back against birth certificates (see Task 2) to 
ensure we have the right person. Beware though, people make mistakes. One of our team spent 
nearly ten years looking for someone who stated in every census he was born in the parish next 
door to the one he was actually born in! 
 
Each consecutive census has recorded more and more information about the people of Cornwall 
which is really helpful for family history research. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

• Don’t forget to write down everything you find, and where you found the information! 
 

 
 

Kresen Kernow is home to 850 years of Cornwall’s history. Situated on the former brewery site in 
Redruth, everyone is welcome to visit and explore our amazing archives when we reopen.  

 

https://www.freecen.org.uk/
https://www.freecen.org.uk/cms/help
https://www.familysearch.org/
https://ukcensusonline.com/

